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Employee Highlight: Darren Bignar
• What do you do for the Department of
Animal Science?
I am the new Arena manager at Pauline
Whitaker and I also am the North Farm
facilities coordinator. I’m over the research
herd, buildings, and grounds.
• What is your favorite part of your job as
Arena Manager?
The daily challenges—it’s something different every day. It’s not the same-old, sameold drag of a regular job. I come out here
every day and wonder, “What kind of differ-

ence can I make today?” I’ve got a vision out
here and the days go by so quickly-- We look
up and it’s already 5:00 pm!
• Tell us a little about your background.
I graduated from the University of Louisiana with a BS in ag business with an emphasis in animal and equine science. I moved to
Northwest Arkansas in ’93, worked for Tyson, then worked out at the Savoy Research
Unit for about eight years, and then I taught
welding at Northwest Technical Institute for
about two years. I’ve been back here in Animal Science for about a year in a half now.

I’ve worked at the University for almost ten
years altogether.
• What do you like to do in your free time?
Sleep! What free time?
Family is very important to me. We’ve
got a small farm at home, and when I’m not
working with the animals, I’m coaching softball for my girls’ teams or doing something
with 4-H. It’s all farm and kids.
The people in our department put family
ﬁrst. They understand how important it is. I
get to do things out here ath the farm that
my family and kids can be involved in. It’s
great to get to work with family.
I’m just living the dream. This has truly
turned out to be the dream for me. Who else
can get up and do the things I get to do every
day and have so much fun doing it?
• Do you have any favorite musicians or
TV shows?
TV: Big Bang Theory, Last Man Standing,
and America’s Got Talent.
Music: Eric Church, Casting Crowns, and
Third Day.
• Do you have a favorite quote you’d like
to leave us with?
Yes-- “To me there are three things everyone should do every day. Number one is
laugh. Number two is think-- spend some
time in thought. Number three, you should
have your emotions move you to tears. If
you laugh, think and cry, that’s a heck of a
day.” -Jim Valvano }

Animal Science Ph.D. Student Attends Borlaug
Summer Institute on Global Food Security
Valens Niyigena, a PhD student specializing in ruminant nutrition in the Department
of Animal Science, was selected along with
40 other students across all U.S. universities
to attend the 2018 U.S. Borlaug Summer Institute on Global Food Security from June
3rd through 16th at Purdue University in
West Lafayette, Indiana.
The Borlaug Summer Institute was
launched 2012 and is organized annually.
The Institute’s main objective is to bring together graduate students from different areas
of study to collaborate and develop an understanding of the challenges surrounding
global food security. This program is funded
by the U.S. Government’s Feed the Future
Initiative. It provides a working knowledge
of these issues, with a focus on cross-disciplinary problem solving of real-world development challenges.
During the two week learning program,
students participate in lectures, panel discussions, ﬁeld trips, and interdisciplinary
projects. Lectures are given by experts in
varying ﬁelds related to food production
and consumption. The participants are engaged in panels discussing the current and

Niyigena gives his collaborative research
presentation at the Summer Institute.

future global food
security situation
and ways in which
their current research can be
applied to solve
food
insecurity
problems. Group
discussions and
ﬁeld trips give
attendees
new
skills to develop a
multidisciplinary
Valens Niyigena
approach toward a
sustainable goal. Based in their interests and
expertise, students are assigned a speciﬁc
country to develop a multidisciplinary project addressing food security challenges.
Niyigena and his team developed the Perdue Solar Utilization for Nutrition (Perdue
SUN) with the objective of helping Ethiopia
use solar energy for drying vegetables while
reducing postharvest loss and malnutrition
in women and children.
Niyigena’s current academic research focuses on enhancing sustainability of forage-based ruminant production systems by
improving N-use efﬁciency and decreasing
Nitrogen emissions. His advisor is Dr. Ken
Coffey.
“Attending the summer institute gave me
an opportunity to meet and share knowledge
and experience with people from other ﬁelds
of study,” said Niyagena. “I will be using the
information I gained at the Borlaug Summer
Institute to improve my ongoing study. I will
continue collaborating with scientists from
other ﬁelds of study to develop an integrated and sustainable project that will address
food security challenges in Arkansas.” }

Faculty Updates
Extension Veterinarian
and Assistant Professor
Dr. Heidi Ward recently
received a USDA NIFA
grant to provide a Food
Animal Medicine Workshop Series for Arkansas
veterinarians over the next
two years. While particiDr. Ward
pating in FAM workshops, veterinarians will be able to form cooperative agreements to provide effective coverage for food
animal services in shortage areas.
Animal Science Assistant
Professor Dr. Jiangchao
Zhao, along with Drs.
Charles Maxwell, Yan
Huang, Dawn Koltes, and
James Koltes received a
$500,000 USDA NIFA grant
for the study “Understanding how changes in the swine
Dr. Zhao
gastrointestinal microbiome by topsoil
exposure pre-weaning increase post-weaning
feed efﬁciency.”
Drs. Dirk Philipp, Mary
Savin, Ken Coffey, and
Jiangchao Zhao recently
received a $500,000 USDA
NIFA grant for their study
entitled “Enhancing the sustainability of forage-based
ruminant production systems by improving N-use efDr. Philipp
ﬁciency and decreasing N emissions.”
Over the next several months, sheep will be fed
low and high tanning forage diets, of which the
latter should decrease nitrogen emissions from
research plots located at the North Farm. }

